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Historical Perspective
Chapter 1
1
In 1958, a pianist named Ahmad Jamal, and his group, 
'The Ahmad Jamal Trio,' drew wide recognition with the 
release of their album 'But Not For He' (Argo 628). While 
Jamal's approach to the piano-led trio was new and 
controversial, the ideal of a piano-led trio was taken for 
granted as a viable instrumentation for a jata group. This 
had not always been the case. As recently as the mid-1930s, 
the vast majority of jasz pianists either played 
unaccompanied, or were accompanists to one or many horn 
players.
The first widely recognised piano-led trio was that of 
Nat cole in 1939, but this beginning was possible only 
because of certain developments in the style of Jass piano 
playing, and most of these developments oame out of the 
playing of Bari 'Fatha' Hines (1905-83). Though Hines 
rarely if ever led his own trio, his innovations in the use 
of each hand were a necessary step toward the viability of 
that instrumentation, with his left hand, Hines combated 
the rigid rhythmic and harmonic nature of stride piano. He 
"was capable ambidextrously of tying himself into the most
baffling of rhythmic knots and of successfully extricating
1
himself every time." With his right hand, Hines played
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projected so clearly over their surroundings, end because
the lines that he played with them were contoured like those
of a single line instrument, in general, Hines made it
clear that the piano could maintain its soloistic presence
even when accompanied by many other instruments.
Toddy Wilson (1912-86) was also responsible for
important developments connected with piano-led trio
playing, though he, like Hines, was mainly an accompanist in
the 1930s. The smaller sise of the ensembles Wilson played
in led him to "lightening the early jass and swing
2
weightiness." His graceful style and lighter adaptation of 
Hines' horn-influenced lines is the forerunner to the best 
aspaets of 'aocktail' piano, or the general quality of 
restraint that is associated with many piano-led trios.
In 1939, Mat Cole (1917-65) took many of the style 
characteristics of both Hines' and Wilson's playing, among 
other things, and put them in the context of the first well- 
known piano-led trio. Cole, who also sang, was accompanied 
by Oscar Moore on guitar and Wesley Prince on bass. The 
horn-like lines that he played in his right hand Were even 
more restrained than these of Wilson, Mid cole used this 
charming simplicity to set the tone of the trio, a tone that 
the young Ahmed Jamal appreciated greatly: "They were
iMtctpicoii e Subtlety m i  of that
3 .
instrumentation." Also, in sonampesylmg Msere's solos,
Cole played chords in "brief, syncopated bursts, a style
4
whioh eventually became known as comping," and which Jamal 
often utilized in his guitar trio.
The popularity of this trio encouraged other pianists 
to try the same instrumentation, the most famous of these 
being Art Tatum (1910-56), who, in 1943, began a group with 
Tiny Grimes on guitar and Slam Stewart on bass. The nature 
of Tatum's already well-established solo piano style 
dictated that instead of subtlety and restraint, his trio 
would be more of a showcase for his own technical and 
musical mastery of the piano. So Cole and Tatum created two 
schools of guitar trio playing, and later trios of this 
instrumentation would draw from both.
In the mid-forties, Irrol Garner (1921-77) began to 
lead his own trio regularly, but this trio featured drums 
instead of guitar. Considering Garner's left hand style of 
imitating the four-to-a-bar 'chunking' of a guitarist, the 
presence of a guitar would have been gratuitous. Garner 
developed a varied right hand orientation toward the pulse, 
soswthing that Nat Cole before had begun to explore. Both 
Cole and Garner could play "on top of the beat, right on thes
beat, and behind the beat," and with Garner's rigid left 
hand pulse to contrast with his rhythmically 'loose1 right 
hand approach, the result is a provocative musioal tension. 
This tension is sosnthing that Ahmad Jewel mads oentral to
4
his approach, and this is probably ths main reason why Errol 
Qarnar is always cited as Jamal's main influence.
By 1949, the renowned be bop pianist Bud Powell (1924- 
1966) had moved solely to the trio-with-drums format (along 
with some solo performances), which began :he tradition of 
modern pianists moving to the trio setting for some of their 
most important work, even if they had been associated with 
horn players at different points in their career. Powell's 
superb trio playing also had the effect of eclipsing his 
contemporary, Errol Garner (who had also recorded with 
Charlie Parker), in terms of their influence on pianists of 
the fifties and sixties. Horace Silver, Red Garland, Wynton 
Kelly, Tommy Flanagan, Barry Harris and Hank Jones (to name 
a few) followed in the Bud Powell tradition, while Brroll 
Garner's playing was absorbed by only a few younger 
pianists* mainly Ahmad Jamal, and possibly Bill Evans.
Zn the early fifties both Ahmad Jamal (*51) and Oscar 
Peterson C52) started their own trios with guitar. Though 
Peterson's unit (with Ray Brown and different guitarists) 
was, in general, more 'flashy,' both trios emphasised the 
unified sound of the Nat Cole trio, more than the showcase 
quality of the Art Tatum trio. Jamal switched from guitar 
to drums in 1957, while Peterson switched in '59. Both 
seamed interested in tbs added freedsi and challenge that 
thf' ewlteh would oauas. ’Alii, by making the asflteh, they
5
were now in the prestigious company of Bud Powell, Phineas 
Newborn and a little later, Bill Evans and Ramsey Lewis. 
Jamal's switch from guitar to drums, and his subsequent rise 
to fame were two of the many events that marked the 
beginning of the 'Golden Years' of the modern piano trio.
Biographical Information
Chapter 2
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Fritz Jones (later Ahmad Jamal) was born in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania on July 2, 1930. His uncle apparently began 
Fritz's career as a pianist at the age of three: "He teased
me and challenged me to play what he played, note for note.
1
I did. And I've been playing ever since." Jones begant
formal training around the age of seven and was already 
playing Liszt etudes in competition at the age of eleven.
His first teacher was Mary Caldwell Dawson, founder of the 
first black opera company in America. In his training,
Jones and his fellow students concentrated on a wide range 
of music. "If we wanted to play Duke Ellington, we did. We
considered Art Tatum (transcriptions) a study, just like2
Bach or Beethoven." Before leaving Pittsburgh at the age 
of seventeen, he also studied with widely recognized pianist 
and teacher, James Hiller.
During these years, while also attending Westinghouse 
High School, Jones spent nights playing and listening in the 
local Pittsburgh clubs. He was much admired on a local
level, and at the age of fourteen, Art Tatum singled him out
3
as a "coming great." Along with jamming at the Musicians' 
Local 471, Jones spent many nights at Pittsburgh's 'Savoy' 
club listening to the big bands of Duke Ellington, Count 
Basie (1904-1984), and Earl Hines. He cites this as partly
7
responsible for the fact that he doesn't think in single
4
lines, but instead thinks in "big band concepts." Jones
was probably also influenced by the styles of the pianists
who led these bands, especially Basie, who was one of the
few before him to explore the upper register in a light,
sparse manner. It is also highly probable that Jones spent
many hours during his high school years 'checking out' Art
Tatum and Errol Garner, whether through live performance,
record, or transcription. When listening to his own
performance of 'It Might As Well Be Spring' (Argo 676) in
1960, Jamal's comment was "I listened to Tatum a lot. I
5
guess you can tell by the end of that." When asked about
Errol Garner, Jamal replied that "Errol happens to be a
milestone in pianistios. There are several: Art Tatum, Nat
Cole, Teddy Wilson." Later, he comments that "Errol was an
6
orchestra within himself."
In 1947, lust out of high school, Jones began his 
career as a regularly working musician. From this point, 
until 1957 when Vernell Fournier became the latest addition 
to the Ahmad Jamal trio, one can see a step-by-step move 
toward more personal control of the the musical situations 
in which Jones (and then Jamal) would put himself.
His first job was with the George Hudson Orchestera. 
This experience is another factor that he cites as causing 
him to think in "big band concepts." While playing with
8
this orchestra, Jones' soloing drew attention because of its7
consistent "individuality." In 1949, Jones arrived in
Chicago and decided to make it his home. He joined the
'Four Strings,' a group led by hometown friend— violinist
Joe Kennedy. (Kennedy later wrote the string arr«u*foments
for Jamal at the Penthouse (Argo 646) in which the trio is
accompanied by a string section throughout). The other two
'strings' were bass and guitar, so Jones' playing was
suddenly much more exposed at all times. In 1950, this
group disbanded, and Jones went on the road again briefly
with a song and dance team known as 'the Caldwells.' (It's
unclear whether this has a connection to Mary Caldwell
Dawson.) It is experiences like this one that probably best
explain Jamal's extensive repertoire within the Broadway
musical comedy tradition. Upon his return to Chicago in
early 1951, Jones formed his own trio analogous to the Nat
Cole combination of guitar and bass. It was entitled the
'Three Strings' and featured guitarist Ray Crawford and
bassist Eddie Calhoun, who was soon replaced by Israel
Crosby (1919-62). Crawford was six years Jones' senior and
Crosby was eleven years older than Jones. Only Crosby had
extensive recording experience, and John Hammond claims that
his 1936 recording of 'Blues for Israel' was the first jasz8
disc built around a bass solo. Crosby's main instrument
until the age of fifteen was trumpet, and this is perhaps in 
part responsible for his melody-like bass lines.
It is probably during this time that Fritz Jones 
accepted the Mohammedan faith and changed his name to Ahmad 
Jamal. This matter is in question because sane accounts 
(notably L. Feather's Encyclopedia of Jazz) say that the 
change came as late as *52 with the change of the group's 
name to 'the Ahmad Jamal trio.'
Whatever the case, the 'Three Strings' performed into
1952 in Chicago, often at the Blue Note, and began to gain a
following in the city. It was during this time that Jamal
made his first trio recordings. In 1952, Jamal want to New
York to play at the Embers. It was here that John Hammond
first heard the trio, and began his ardent support of their
9
music, writing that it was "unbelievably subtle." However, 
it was also here that Jamal, annoyed with the audience's 
chatter, stood up from the piano in the middle of a set, 
left the club and packed his bags, returning to Chicago in 
late 1952.
He continued playing and recording in Chicago through 
the beginning of 1955, using Richard Davis among other 
bassists when Israel Crosby went on tour with Benny Qoodman 
in 1953. Later, in 1955, Jamal returned to New York to be 
what he calls an 'artist-in-residence' at the Embers:
"That's a groat opportunity for any musician. Everybody
9
10
came to see ua, musicians, singers like Billie Holiday and10
Sammy Davis, Jr."
In 1956, back in Chicago, Jamal experimented with drums
on a recording session, using Walter Perkins (Argo 610) but
continued to play regularly with guitar. Finally, in 1957,
Jamal switched to drums on a full-time basis, using Vernell
Fournier. There seem to be many reasons for this shift.
John Hammond thought that, even though the subtlety of the
guitar trio was desirable, the instrumentation was simply
11
too soft for night club audiences. Jamal was well aware
of the difficulty: "It was quite a challenge, especially to
12
play some of those big rooms, without a drummer." The
change to drums could also be viewed as the last step in
Jamal's ten year quest to gain almost complete oontrol over
the harmonic and dynamic direction of any given performance.
Finally, there was the singular appeal of Vernell Fournier,
13
who Jamal calls "a remarkable drummer."
Vernell (often spelled Vernel) was born just months 
after Jamal, in Hew Orleans. He was trained in parade 
drumming at an early age, vhich probably helped him to 
execute complicated sticking with a level of precision that 
is necessary when using brushes often. Fournier played with 
many well-known jats musicians in the early fifties, 
including Teddy Wilson. He had also played with Israel 
Crosby in Mutter Bennett's band in 1951. With brusbwork in
the tradition of Jo Jones, Fournier's drumming added the
extra element that the Ahmad Jamal trio needed to become a
nationally best-selling jazz group.
In January of 1958, Jamal and his trio scorded what he
has called "one of the most perfect albums ever made in the
14
history of American classical music." But Hot For He
(Argo 628), whether perfect or not, sold beyond the wildest
dreams of company owner, Leonard Chess. The favorite
singles of the record, 'But Not For He' and 'Poinciana'
found their way on to bar room juke boxes, and Jamal's
financial future was forever changed.
in 1959, Jamal made a lengthy pilgrimage to the holy
city. And, despite a 1959 statemsnt that his "plans for the
15
future are modest," by early 1961 he had become a
businessman, buying apartments, running an import-export
firm and planning to open his own supper club, the Alhambra,
in March. Around this time, Mat Hentoff wrote about Jamal
as a man "who has found in religion and family life a
16
calmness of spirit that is reflected in his music."
With the support of radio personality Sid decoy, Jamal 
performed with his trio at the opening of the Alhambra.
Wlhin three months, Jamal had disbanded the trio to 
concentrate on business, within the next year, the Alhambra 
had folded, Jamal's wife had sued him and won (the
12
grievances are unclear), this ending in divorce, and 
Israel Crosby had died, making the end of the trio final.
To this point in his Ufa, Jamal's output was fifteen 
records. One of these was done with orchestra (Argo 646) 
and one with a quintet that featured Joe Kennedy, Israel 
Crosby, Ray Crawford and Vernell Fournier (Argo 673). of 
the remaining thirteen albums, three have Ray Crawford on 
them and nine have Vernell Fournier (one has Walter Perkins 
on drums— Argo 610). There are also six single tracks of 
the early guitar trio recorded for 'Okeh1 and 'Parrot* that 
were not re-released on Epic LN3212 or LN3631. It is this 
body of recordings from 1951-61 that will receive close 
attention in this thesis.
17
Chapter 3 
Analysis 
I
Ahmad Jamal's first recording as a leader was on 
October 25, 1951, and apparently only two of the four songs 
recorded for Okeh were reissued on Ipic LM 3212 ('Rica 
Pulpa' and 'Perfidia* are on the same record— LN 3212, but 
appear to be from the October 25, 1955 session.) These two 
songs are Rodgers and Haamerstein's 'The Surrey with a
Fringe on Top' from the 1943 musical comedy 'Oklahoma,' and 
'Will You Still Be Nine' by Adair and Dennis (1939).
'Surrey' (see transcription) is an interesting 
recording that is relatively free of the preset group 
dynamics that Jamal is noted for. The bass (this being one 
of the two early recording sessions within the scope of this 
study that features Xddie Calhoun rather than Israel Crosby) 
walks throughout the three choruses, finally joining the 
group for the ending figures in msas. 141. The guitar 
supplies chordal accompaniment except during his solo (meas. 
73-101), the 'shout chorus' or unison riff (msas. 109-24—  
only half a chorus) and the ending figures. In general, the 
scheme is simple enough that only the ending could probably 
not be found in a jam session content. The first chorus is 
a piano presentation of the malady. The texture is 
consistent, the right hand playing single notes ami the left
13
4v.
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hand comping with the guitar. Tha melody la altarad In a 
fairly consistant way. Jamal passes by tha rapaatad quarter 
notes on the fifth of the scale that fill the first, third 
and fifth measures of every 'A' section and adopts the 
eighth-note move from the fifth down to the raised fourth 
and than back up (lead sheet: mass. 2, beats two and three)
as the central part of his interpretation. A challenge that 
this melody presents is the numerous repetitions of the 
opening two-bar phrase. Jamal accommodates this by varying 
the rhythm used: all eighth notes in measures 1-2, quarter
notes and a trill accelerating to eighth notes in measures 
3-4, inserting a four-beat rest in measure 5, and triplets 
in measure 9.
In the first measure of the bridge, Jamal adds an upper 
neighbor on the end of beat one and an upward chromatic 
approach to the second beat (meas. 17). This use of upward 
chromatic approaches as a kind of articulation is one of 
Jamal's trademarks, and something that shows the influence 
of Krrol Gamer. The effect is similar to that which can be 
achieved on a wind instrument by 'scooping' up into a note. 
In the lead sheet version, the third bar of the bridge 
contains only one repeated pitch, but Jamal ornaments this 
considerably (meas. 19), hitting this note on strong beats 
(one and three) which serves to maintain its authority over 
the measure while allowing for the increase of melodic
15
interest. The second half of the bridge is handled in a 
manner consistent with the first half and is finished with a 
downward octave leap to beat one of measure 24. This is one 
of Jamal's right hand maneuvers that is apparently uniquely 
his own, and, in the context of contemporaries like Bud 
Powell and Horace Silver, takes some getting used to.
At the beginning of the four bar extension that cones 
at the end of each chorus (making this a 36 bar tune), Jamal 
plays for the first time the repeated note figure (meas. 33) 
that is central to the lead sheet melody, as if to 
recognize, in passing, the original contour of the melody 
before moving into his solo. On the whole, Jamal's ability 
to play the 'important' notes of the melody within the 
context of consistent alterations, particularly during the 
bridge, makes for a melody that parallels what is commonly 
known as 'The Surrey with a Fringe on Top,' but has equal 
authority in a compositional sense (something that Coleman 
Hawkins was a master at).
The fact that there is a rather clear distinction 
between melody and 'solo* on this recording is another point 
of interest. This dichotomy is something that is an assumed 
part of the music of Jamal's contemporaries in jazz (e.g., 
Niles Davis, Charlie Parker, etc.), and its conspicuous 
absence in Jamal's music sets him apart. Though Jamal 
clearly begins his improvised solo at measure 37, even here
16
he structures his solo, and includes reference to the melody 
in a way that betrays his general goal of a unity of 
performance,
In the pickup measure, Jamal begins a two measure 
figure (meas. 36-7) that when repeated (meas. 38-39) sounds 
like a riff; in other words it sounds like part of the 
arrangement. Though Jamal uses actual interlude figures 
often, and in doing so breaks down the distinction of melody 
and solo, in this early example it seems to be a general 
awareness of the need for a smooth transition that is 
incorporated into his improvisation. From this compact 
figure, he suddenly launches into two longer eighth note 
lines (meas. 40-44) that incorporate the tonic minor 
pentatonic scale (a blues reference), the chromatic scale 
and a diminished scale, respectively. The second 'A' 
section features two types of references to the melody.
First, he uses the fifth and raised fourth scale degrees 
that dominate the melody but changes the rhythm to create a 
new melody (meas. 45-8). Then he echoes the rhythm of the 
melody (meas. 15), but uses different pitches (meas. 51).
The bridge uses a technique similar to that of the first A, 
in that the restraint of the first five measures (meas. 53- 
7) which are basically melody, can be contrasted with the 
eighth note line of the last thre« bars (meas. 58-60) which 
is full of complex contours and be-bop influenced note
17
choices (the latter particularly in meas. 58). Measures 60- 
1 echo measures 44-5, and measures 62-3 echo measures 40-41, 
both of these returns creating the sense of a consistent 
approach that was present in a more rigid way during the 
melody. After hinting at the minor pentatonic once more 
(meas. 65), Jamal returns to the melody with superficial 
alterations, adding an exit line (meas. 71-2) before the 
guitar solo.
The third chorus is mostly Ray Crawford's rendition of 
the melody, with Jamal comping in the style of Nat Cole, 
very actively and fully behind him. The final chorus begins 
with Jamal and Crawford playing the 'shout' figure together. 
The figure, which uses the 5, #1 alternation of the melody, 
is effective because of the full sound of chords played by 
both instruments and then the sudden unison punctuations 
(meas. 114-5). This also serves as replacement for the 
first sixteen measures of the melody. So, even this early, 
one of the main paradoxes of Ahmad Jamal's music is present! 
when melody is expected, he plays something else, and when 
something else is expected, he plays melody.
For one measure (meas. 125) it seems as though he is 
going to return to the melody, but the next three bars 
feature an eighth note run that is similar in contour to 
that of measures 58-60. After this he continues directly
Into the statement of an Idea twice (meas. 129 and 130), 
that he then extends over two measures (131-2).
Finally, in measure 133, Jamal returns to the melody.
In measure 141, the trio goes into a turnaround with the 
bass now playing the rhythmic hits with the others. Moving 
from walking bass to this serves to decelerate the pulse, 
and this is continued by the rallentando treatment of the 
ending figure (meas. 149-52). Among other things, the track 
shows the trio working for an extended period of time with a 
consistent texture: The bass walks until the end, there is
comping throughout, and the single note lead remains at a 
fairly consistent pitch level. In many ways, this music has 
more in common with that of mainstream jazz players of the 
1950s than it does with the music that Ahmad Jamal would 
himself create in the following ten years.
'Will You Still Be mine' (form AABA), the other 
available performance from this 1951 session is in some 
ways more like subsequent work by Ahmad Jamal. The intro 
figure returns at the end of each 16-bar 'A' section, and is 
the music that corresponds to the title line in the text 
(Ex. 1).
Jamal plays the first eight measures of the melody 
(lead sheet, meas. 1-8) the first time, but after this we 
never hear that melody, in a literal sense, again. Even so, 
he always returns to his version or the melody (meas. 8-12)
18
as a preparation for the introduction figure (meas. 13-4). 
We never hear the melody of the bridge, except for some
19
hinting at important melody notes. Again, as in 'Surrey,' 
the second chorus is begun with a sort of interlude figure, 
this time harmonized in the right hand, followed by 
contrasting eighth-note lines. The second and final chorus 
has only one 'A* section before the bridge, making its form 
ABA. Whatever the reason for this, Jamal never uses this 
shortening technique again, but as a rule skips both 'A' 
sections before the bridge of AABA tunes. The trio 
involvement in the arrangement is much greater than in 
'Surrey.' The bass interrupts its 'two to the bar' feel 
('feel' being the way a rhythm section plays the material 
involved in keeping the beat) each time the introduction 
figure occurs. The guitar taps a swing conga beat, probably 
on the wood of his guitar, during the A Sections, except for 
the first 'A' of the second chorus. He also interrupts for 
the recurring introduction figure. On the bridges, the 
guitar comps along with the piano's left hand. So, this 
recording tells more of things to come in that it features a 
simple but evenly distributed arrangement, a guitar 
accompaniment that creates formal definition, and even a 
momentary change in the texture of the lead line (the 
harmonised figure with which Jamal begins the second 
chorus).
20
On May 5, 1952, the sane trio recorded four more songs. 
Two of these songs, 'Billy Boy* and 'Ahmad's Blues' are
known because of pianist Red Garland's performances of these 
same arrangements. Jamal also performs the Robin and 
Schwarz tune 'A Gal in Calico* from the 1947 musical, 'The 
Time, the Place, and the Girl.' The introduction figure is 
brought back as part of the ending. The bass and guitar 
create formal definition through the distinctions between 
walking and two-beat bass, and thumping and comping guitar. 
Jamal's right hand soloing on this track is composed of 
relentless eight-note lines, showing that his habit of 
'laying out' associated with his 1958 recordings was not 
always part of his approach. He glides away from the melody 
before the end of his first chorus and glides back to it 
late in the last chorus. This track sees Jamal beginning to 
use the upper register of the piano. He comes within an 
octave of the top of the keyboard, something that would 
later be a mainstay of his style. Finally, during the first 
chorus, this track features the distinctive sound of piano 
and guitar camping (usually twice per measure) and the bass 
playing two notes per measure. With this combination, the 
beat is often obscured because of the domination of 
syncopation, and the result is a sort of 'loping' sound that 
Is ahead of its time. Before the end of the chorus, Crosby
21
begins to walk, releasing the tension of ambiguity which in 
turn creates forward motion into the next chorus.
'Aki and Ukthay1 ('Brother and Sister') is one of the 
two originals on the date, the other being 'Ahmad's Blues.' 
Jamal's own compositions, including 'Mew Rhumba' (recorded 
first in 1955) show his fondness for the alternating of two 
harmonies, each one a measure in duration. 'Aki and Ukthay' 
(AABA form) features alternation between g minor and c minor 
in the A sections and alternation between E flat dominant 
and A flat dominant repeated down one whole step during the 
bridge. This is our first encounter with one of Jamal's 
'set pieces.' Though there is freedom to embellish and vary 
the melody, each measure is filled with the particular 
demands of the arrangement. If the melody is not being 
stated, then a new tutti passage takes over, complete with 
dramatic silences and counter lines in the guitar, in the 
last 'A' section, the rata of alternation between g minor 
and c minor becomes twice as fast. The fact that the ending 
is the start of the bridge, and the very clever tutti 
passages of the arrangement, like the accelerated 
alternation, make what is simply an AABM'A' performance 
sound through-oomposed. so again, Jamal obaeurms the formal 
conventions that dominate mainstream jass of the fifties, 
this time through a clever and intricate arranganmat.
■JT-
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This performance does provoke the question? "If jazz 
rovisation, is this jazz?" Luckily, Jamal recorded
th song again with drums instead of guitar in 1958, and 
who > it performance is compared to this one, it will 
become apparent that it is largely Jamal's musical authority 
that cates the air of precomposedness, and not the 
rigid!cy of the composition. The introduction is another 
aspect of 'Aki and Ukthay' that sounds outside the realm of 
conve..tonal jazz. It seems that Jamal is attempting to 
create mood of dramaticism that is more like that of 
romantic opera than any contemporary of Jamal's. So, in 
this per romance, we see definite evidence of influences 
outside < jazz music that have come to bear on Jamal's 
playing
Tiie next two sessions by the trio, totalling seven 
songs, a unavailable, one because it is a private 
recording md the other because it was never reissued. On 
May 23, i!>:> Jamal recorded his first album for Argo, which 
would be v. ■, label for the next decade, excepting a session 
in New York miter the same year. This record, entitled 
Chamber Music: of the New Jazz (Argo 602), is the first 
material th u features Israel Crosby on bass, something that 
would remain constant through 1961. All of the tunes have 
their origin in musical theater, except for 'New Rhumba,' 
which is an original. This track and 'I Don't Wanna Be
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Kissed' gained wider acclaim because of their appearance on
the Niles Davis/Oil Evans record Miles Ahead (Columbia PC
8633). The surprising thing about Gil Evans 'arrangements'
of these tunes is that they are more accurately
transcriptions for big band of Jamal's performances. Davis
said once that he "gave Gil Evans a couple of (Jamal's)
1
albums, and he didn't give them back."
'New Rhumba' (form: AABA) begins with an introduction
of piano and guitar outlining the alternation between C and 
B flat major with bass fills in between each two measure set 
(Ex. 2). Jamal achieves a variety of sounds by playing some 
of the alternations in the middle of the keyboard and some 
with the right hand in the highest register of the keyboard. 
Gil Evans imitates this effect by giving this figure first 
to lower pitched instruments and then to trumpets in their 
high register. Evans also imitates all the details of the 
melody presentation, including Jamal's variation in the last 
'A,' which features quartal harmonisation (Ex. 3). After 
this, Jamal and Crosby play a rhythmic figure over the A 
sections of the next two choruses which Ray Crawford solos 
in between (Ex. 4). Again, Jamal uses register, and this 
time also a variety of lead lines to give the 24 repetitions 
of this figure enough variety that it does not become 
monotonous. Evana again follows Jamal's musical lead, 
orchestrating the pattern in many contrasting manners, in
the last A of his solo, Crawford plays a chordal riff that 
Evans transcribes directly for trombones, interrupting what 
had been Davis' solo for that eight measures. Ahmad solos 
next with Crosby walking and Crawford plucking out a bongo 
rhythm reminiscent of Chano Pozo's playing on swing tunes 
with the Dizzy Gillespie orchestra. In deference to Jamal, 
Davis executes a close paraphrase of the first eight bars of 
the pianist's right hand solo (Ex. 5). As a dramatic lead- 
in to the second A of the second chorus of his solo, Jamal 
hangs persistently to a B major triad, moving up the 
keyboard and finally resolving it to C major at the 
beginning of the second A (Ex. 6). Evans orchestrates this 
as a high brass interjection, again interrupting Davis's 
solo. From this, Jamal (and Evans) returns to the 
introduction figure, with Crosby using many of the same 
clever fills.
We see the daring involved in repeating a stop time 
background 24 times on other tracks of this session. In 'A 
Foggy Day' (Gershwin, 1943), a Ray Crawford feature, the 
last four measures of the melody are repeated four times, 
with piano and bass playing only soft staccato plunks on the 
end of one and three (Ex. 7). The effect, as in 'New 
Rhumbs' is a building of tension that is released only when 
normal time-keeping is resumed at the beginning of the
. 'cond chorus. This tension is increased by Crawford's 
rhythmically loose, slurred presentation of the melody.
On the ballad duet (no guitar) 'Spring Is Here'
(Rodgers and Hart, 1938), Jamal achieves again the 
'orchestrated' sound that inspired Gil Evans. This 
particular performance is, among other things, a tour de 
force of 'lush piano stylings.' This is most evident at the 
beginning of the second chorus, where Jamal executes quick 
downward rolls on a diminished chord, achieving a harp-like 
effect. At the end of each chorus, the final two-measure 
turnaround is repeated three times. The second time, a 
reharmonized version of the opening line of 'Heart and Soul' 
is inserted, this being a good example of Jamal's fondness 
for references to outside material within the arrangement of 
a given tune.
So, in his first full album session, we see Jamal 
developing his ability to bring an array of different sounds 
out of his instrument, so that he becomes a kind of 
orchestrator of his own arrangements. This is because, as 
was said before, Jamal thinks in "big band concepts." This 
ability and many other facets of the trio with guitar are 
extended even further in the guitar trio's last recording 
session, and Jamal's last non-Argo session of the decade 
under consideration. The one day session covers sixteen 
tunes; Impressive considering the complexity of each
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arrangement. There are five latin tunes, i icluding Jamal's 
first recording of 'Poinciana,' and seven other tunes that 
would later be featured on recordings of the trio with 
drums. There are some rarities for early Jamal; two non- 
Broadway compositions: Morton Gould's 'Pavanne,' and Duke
Ellington's 'Black Beauty.' Also, there is a rare chorus- 
long bass solo on 'Something to Remember You By.' There is 
also the continuing influence on the work of Miles Davis. 
'Just Squeeze Me' was performed soon after by Davis on 
Prestige LP 7014, and though the arrangement is not the
same, the general approach in terms of tempo, feel and 
treatment of the melody, shows a heavy influence. 'Autumn 
Leaves' and 'Love for Sale' appear on Cannonball Adderly's 
Something Else (BST-81595, March 9, 1958) on which Davis is 
a tideman. The introduction figure of 'Autumn Leaves' bears 
an unmistakable resemblance to that of Jamal's recording 
(Bx. 8), and 'Love for Sale' features an interlude figure 
that has different notes but the similar function of 
reinforcing tonic minor with a latin bass line.
Out of the sixteen tunes recorded, only 'Crazy He Calls 
Me' sounds like it was not well prepared. It sounds almost 
like a rehearsal take, and because of this, gives us an 
interesting glance into the workings of the trio. The 
usually steady Crosby and Crawford are both tentative, 
indicating that Jamal is basically teaching them the tune as
they 'X). The form is AABA, and first Jamal sets up an 
ostinato in the bass that will apply to the first four bars 
of every A section. A comping discrepancy occurs between 
Crawford and Jamal at this end of the first A section; yet, 
despite this fact, they both return coolly to the ostinato 
and Jamal states tha melody with, if anything, more 
authority than before. Crosby is extremely tentative as the 
bridge starts, but quickly picks up the changes. At the 
beginning of the last A section, Jamal misplays the ostinato 
in a very obvious and painful way, but his musical composure 
remains completely Intact, After the completion of one 
chorus, Jamal circles back to the bridge, and when they 
arrive again at the last A section, he executes a key change 
up a half step. After circling back to the bridge again, he 
comes to the end of the tune, plays a III to IV turnaround 
and then moves off into a long rubato ending. What this cut 
seems to indicate is that Jamal prepares complete 
arrangements of his own, that he can convey these 
arrongements to the trio solely through his playing, and 
that his technique and musical composure can accommodate 
problems as they arise, and do it in c graceful manner.
The other fifteen performances are nearly flawless, 
leaving one to wonder why 'crasy He calls Me1 appeared on 
any reoord. While the majority cf the tunes feature 
arrangements that are intricate at times, they still allow
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fur full choruses of improvisation. There \ re some tui.es, 
however, like 'Aki and Ukthay,' in which the arrangement 
dominates the performance to the point that improvisation 
appears only briefly and is more transitional than a section 
in itself. One such performance is 'Slaughter on 10th 
Avenue,' an extended ballet by Richard Rodgers from the 
musical 'On Your Toes' (1936). This piece is quite long and 
conforms to no particular song form, featuring many 
different musical sections. Jamal interprets each section 
of this orchestral piece quite literally, reproducing the 
rubato strings, the high woodwinds and everything else 
within the context of the trio. The lack of long 
improvisational passages again indicates how important the 
task of interpreting the melody and 'arrangement' of a tune 
is to Jamal, where most jazz musicians of the fifties are 
interested in this only as a means toward improvisation.
Another track from this session that is dominated by 
melody and arrangement is Harburg and Lane's 'Old Devil 
Noon' from 'Finian's Rainbow' (1946). This song has an odd 
form, possibly ABCABD, with the A sections being 8 measures, 
the B's being 8 and the C and D being 8 each for a 48 
measure form. Jamal begins with an eight measure intro 
which is similar rhythmically to that of 'Mew Rhumba* (see 
transcriptions mess. 1-8). in measures two, four and six, 
Jamal has opportunities for short fills and he varies the
three fills as if carefully orchestrating his performance. 
The first is a left hand fill using an unexpectedly low 
register (meas. 2), the second is harmonized in 3rd* (meas.
4), and the third covers almost two octaves in as many beats 
(meas. 6). immediately, one wonders whether ail Evans 
considered transcribing and orchestrating this arrangement 
also. The rhythmic figure set up in the introduction is 
used in a slightly altered fashion as the figure behind the 
melody at measure 9. Jamal uses major chords with aided 
6ths and 9ths in order to achieve a quartal sound (from the 
bottom: root, third, sixth, ninth, fifth, root) during the
A sections. At measure 17, the tension of the repeated 
figure is released by the bass walking and guitar comping 
through the next eight measures. Here the melody is played 
by Jamal in octaves with a very classical sounding turn in 
measure 21. The melody of the C section (meas. 25-32) is 
orchestrated in the third different way so far in the 
performance. This time we hear the melody played by the 
trio in unison, with turns added, and with each four bar 
passage punctuated by candwnces with a chord on each beat of 
the measure (meas. 27 and 31). The a section with guitar 
melody returns at measure 33, and at the second B section 
(meas* 41). Jamal plays the first seven notes that he 
played in the first B section (meas. 17) but then extends 
the motif two octaves down the B flat major arpeggio, in
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the next two measures (43-4) he mover back up the two 
octAves by way of B flat minor eleventh arpeggios. This 
phrase is ended in measure 46, with pick-ups echoing the 
turn in measure 21. The D or ending section of the chorus 
features the trio at its lushest, with Crosby playing arco 
whole notes, Jamal moving up the keyboard with rolled chords 
and Crawford playing the melody in the lower middle register 
of the guitar. But the unison stacatto pick-ups of measure 
56 sound almost like they are laughing at the lushness that 
has preceded them.
The second chorus begins with Jamal's interpretation of 
the k section melody. He uses chromatic approaches, 
repetition of parts of phrases and rhythmically plays way 
behind the beat, catching up in time to join the chromatic 
chordal passage that serves as a push into the B section 
(meas. 63-4). He again uses a wide range and arpeggios, and 
measures 67-8 show how the rhythm of his left hand comping, 
by anticipating each chord, urges on the rest of the trio.
In measure 71, Jamal and Crawford begin a passage that is 
effective because of the silence it creates, much like the 
ending figure of 'A Foggy Day.' As this figure is repeated, 
following the contours of the harmony, Crosby plays the C 
section melody. After a two bar unison passage (meas. 79- 
BO), tension is again released by restoring the forward 
motion of walking bass. Jamal plays off this release with a
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tripled note (ree.s. 81) and a striking harmonization of the 
melody (meas. 82-^ K  This B (meas. 89-96) is the most 
involved of the performance, featuring a Jamal trademark 
right hand line in measures 91-2. In this chorus, instead 
of repeating the lush orchestration of the 'D' section, the 
trio returns to the arrangement of the A sections, after a 
measure of silence (meas. 96). With the completion of the 
last melodic passage, the introduction figure interrupts the 
D section in the seventh bar. Jamal again has his three 
interjections, the last one harmonized with closed block 
chords, and the last major chord becomes an ending chord 
with the addition of the sharp eleventh.
Cole Porter's 'Love for Sale' 1930) shows the trio in 
a very different setting. Though the performance is not 
without clever preset interludes, the majority of the track 
features either Jamal or Crawford soloing over a latin feel. 
The tune has a long form (AABA, 64 meas.), so there is a lot 
of 'space* to be filled. It is especially in the last 
ohorus of the performance that Jamal employs a number of 
different techniques to fill this space in a very dramatic 
way.
The chorus (see transcription) is preceded by an 
interlude that begins loud, with a dramatic octave punch on 
the end of four in each measure. Jamal gradually fades this 
out and then begins the melody high in the right hand, with
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soft rhythmic comping In the left hand. In the third 
measure, he fills with a high echo of the interlude figure 
and then gets 'stuck' on the highest E flat on the keyboard. 
After executing many different rhythms on this single note, 
he moves off it aid quickly changes the texture of the solo 
by rolling down from v & top of the keyboard across the 
'black notes' of the y*i no and landing on the major 3rd of 
the chord in measure eleven. The melody stays in his left 
hand until he begins a a.lock chord cadence figure in measure 
13. In measures 15 and Jamal alternates between B flat 
minor and A flat minor chords over a trilled B flat, which 
results in a sound that on might hear in a suspense movie. 
He then begins to alternate open fifths in the left hand 
with two-hand chords, sock-thing he does also in 'Perfidia' 
and 'All of You.' He mewm chromatically from E flat down 
to B flat minor. In measure. 22 he accompanies this directly 
with the chords. The figure is perhaps a parody of the same 
pattern ending on a major chord, which is an often used 
ending sequence. The legato .rlody line of measures 23-4 is 
mirrored by clipped chorda,, r educing a striking effect and 
contrasting with the sudden return to the delicate single 
note soloing that began the chorus.
Measure 25 introduces a quarter note triplet rhythm 
that is used again in measure 2&, then measures 27-8 present 
the same idea with an eighth not:; pulse. Jamal gets 'stuck*
again in measures 33-8, this time on a three note pattern. 
After crescendoing back into the last A section, he again 
contrasts the loud chromatic passage with single note 
playing, always hinting at the melody. The chorus ends with 
a repeating reharmonized version of the 'Manteca' vamp from 
the Dizzy Gillespie Big Band, played by the trio.
So, 'Old Devil Moon' and 'Love for sale’ show different 
aspects of Jamal's playing. 'Old Devil Moon* shows his 
ability to work within the context of a fairly involved 
arrangement, moving smoothly from preset group material to 
improvised passages and back again. 'Love for Sale' shows 
his ability to make things happen by himself, using dynamics 
and dramatic juxtapositioning of different piano styles to 
create some surprising music. With the switch from guitar 
to drums, both of these abilities vould be needed more than 
ever to give the music variety and texture.
II
On September 27 and October 4 of 1956, Jamal made his 
next record, with Israel Crosby on bass and Walter Perkins 
on drums. The switch from guitar to drums seamed to both 
cause and accommodate a change in Jamal's playing, but this 
change would not be fully realised until 1958. Jamal 
himself does not seem to perceive the '56 session that 
produced count 'em. |f as very importantt "I played with
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that group (the Ahmad Jamal Trio) from < -at 1951 to '57.
In 1957 1 got into drums with a remarka* drummer, Vernel 
2
Fournier." His failure to mention Walter Perkins could 
be for simplicity's sake, but it may also tell us that Jamal 
perceived this record to be more an extension of the guitar 
trio music that had preceded it than the beginning of the 
drum trio style of 1958 to '61. Even so, Jamal is quoted in 
the liner notes as saying that this is the best set of 
sides he has yet recorded, and it is not a weak session by 
any means.
While the album does not contain a radical departure 
from earlier styles, it sounds as if Jamal is experimenting 
with different approaches to the trio with drums. On 'I 
Just Can't See for Lookin' (Stanford and Robinson, 1944), 
a Nat Cole favorite, Jamal presents his own distinctive 
version of the melody but does not 'improvise,' in that the 
bass never shifts to a walk, and Jamal never moves to the 
upper part of the keyboard with his right hand while 
camping with his left. 'How About You,' on the other hand, 
features the melody in block chords, then single notes, and 
then soloing first to t-vo beat and then walking bass, with 
the last style continuing for a number of choruses. In 
'dreen Dolphin street* (Washington and Kaper, 1947), Jamal 
experiments with a pedal on 5 in the bass, which continues 
throughout the melody, creating some dissonance in the first
ending when the harmony moves to flat III major, by way of 
II, V ;. This persistence qualifies as an expression of 
Jamal's arranging 'wit,1 something that Miles Davis was not 
willing to try, as he habitually leaves the vamp at the 
start of both endings (B and C of the ABAC form) in his 
performances of the tune.
The date has three originals, but only one cf them 
contains a significant departure from the harmonic nature 
and melodic interpretations of Jamal's popular song 
repertoire. This one is called 'Beat Out One,' and though 
the form is AABA, the melody is more like that of a piano 
piece than a song. The melody of the A sections is based on 
an alternation between an unaccompanied eighth note figure 
in Jamal's right hand, and the answering hits performed by 
the trio (Ex. 9). This is not a new arranging scheme for 
Jamal, but the pianistic quality of the eighth note line, 
obviously part of the written composition, is new. Jamal's 
roworkings of the melody only become more pianistic (or less 
voice-like) in nature (Bx. 10). In fact, 'Beat Out one' is 
most linked in Jamal's career to the technically impressive 
repertoire of the late 1960s (e.g., Joe Kennedy's 'Illusion 
Opticas'). The four choruses of solo with walking bass that 
follow, include more of the dramatic alternation of loud 
with soft, block chords with single lines, and density with 
spa?e that was seen in 'Love for Sale.'
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A case could be
made that 'Love for Sale* is the kind of performance that 
interested Jamal in the idea of the drum trio, where he 
could exert a more personal control over the drama of the 
music.
'It's Easy to Remember' (Rodgers and Hart, 1935) is our 
first example of Jamal returning to a tune from his guitar 
trio repertoire, and this one is unique in that less than a 
year separates the two recordings. The arrangements of this 
M B A  tune are extremely similar, both containing the 'Beat 
Out One' scheme of single notes and hits at the beginning of 
each A section. Israel Crosby takes over what was Ray 
Crawford's counter line lead-in to the second four bars of 
each A section (Ex. 11). On the last A of the melody 
chorus, the eight note 'line' is played (with brushes) on 
the snare drum, with the trio joining for the hits. This 
sounds like an early, preplanned version of what in 1958 
became a central strategy of Jamal's melody presentation, 
that being the sudden decision not to play a line at all, 
often leaving the drums to faithfully remind us of the line 
that we expected. The other clever alteration of the 
earlier arrangement is in the ending, where Ahmad keeps what 
was a high pitched, repeated pattern solo, but adds to it a 
major circle of fourths in the left hand.
However, the moot intriguing aspect of the performance 
is the fact that, following the melody, drums and bass in
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succession take full chorus solos (drums unaccompanied). 
Excepting that the piano solo would usually come first, this
is a performance scheme that a contemporary like Red Garland
would rely on a majority of the time he played in the trio
setting, sometimes trading fours with the drunmer instead of
giving him a full chorus solo. But this approach of a trio
with three soloists is one which Jamal does not often
utilize. So, again, we see Jamal trying many different
strategies for working with drums. Some of them he would
continue to develop, and some of them, like this last scheme
would remain isolated examples.
The remainder of Jamal's records through 1961 were
recorded live, with the exception of one (Happy Moods.
Argo 662). This sudden and complete switch can be
explained at least partly by the success of Bvjt QQt M
(Argo 628), his first live album, and also the first
featuring Vernell Fournier, recorded on January 16 and 17 of
1958. Fournier's ability as a drummer had a great impact on
the repertoire of the trio. Jamal himself says that
3
Fournier "had the greatest brushwork in the world," and 
this brushwork enabled Jamal to exploi.■« very fast tempos for 
the first time, and also to work with the opposite extreme 
of ballads and more spacious styles. The album ag& for 
Hi is unanimously known as Jamal's best. Boms of the 
reasons for this could be the level of musical energy, the
variety in the group's repertoire, and probably most 
important, the cohesive sound of the trio.
This last quality is especially present in the title 
track, 'But not for Me' (Gershwin, 1930), which at the time, 
was the most requested song in the trio's repertoire (liner 
notes). Within the scope of Jamal's playing, the performance 
features masterful varying of different keyboard textures (see 
transcription). In the first six measures, he plays three 
phrases, the first using closed block chords, the second 
using a wider two-hand voicing, and the third using single 
notes in the right hand with comping in the left. In terms 
of the trio as a whole, Israel Crosby moves gracefully in 
and out of the limelight, and Vernell Fournier executes 
subtle alterations in his steady pattern to illustrate the
t
form and emphasise certain passages.
Crosby is featured in the first chorus of the 
arrangement, alternating two measure phrases with Jamal. He 
creates a new sound by altering his fourth fill (mess. 23) 
and then joins Jamal for the figure that follows (mess. 25- 
6). His walking lines feature many points of interest, an 
important feature when one considers how one's attention can 
Wining from - soon of Jamal's more repetitive unaccompanied 
right band lines (mama. 31*40). Crosby often slips in 
rhythms that would be considered unusual for walking bass 
(mi*. 47, 50, 67), doing it in such a way that the flow of
the rhythm section is never lost (thanks in part to 
Fournier). He also creates melodic interest in his lines, 
nnd often echoes his own ideas (meas. 34-5).
Crosby and Fournier respond together to many things 
that Jamal plays. Fournier uses his riveted (splash) cymbal 
noticeably only twice in the piece, and both these times 
Crosby is executing a pattern with Jamal that ends up by 
stopping the quarter note pulse momentarily (meas. 52, 76). 
Fournier also independently alters his regular bongo-like 
pattern to illustrate important formal occurrences like the 
transition from the 'melody' chorus to the first solo chorus 
(meas. 30-1).
The majority of the performance features simply single
lines high on the keyboard, walking bass, and Fournier's
bongo-like pattern. It is the height of Jamal's cleverness
that he executes a key change without changing this texture,
except that he and Crosby engage in a momentary duet (meas.
63-5). Miles Davis particularly enjoys the subtlety of this
moment: "Listen to how he slips into the other key. You
can hardly tell it's happening. He doesn't throw his
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technique around like Qsear Peterson."
Jamal's own playing shifts so smoothly from 
iaprovieation to arrangement, from one register to another, 
from being right in time to playing way behind the beat, and 
from single notes to large full tutti chords, that one is
again reminded of Jamal the orchestrator. In this case, 
Jamal's own evaluation rings true: "Thankfully my three
pieces sometimes give the illusion that they are six or
5
seven pieces." Be even seems to be able to summon up 
numerous musical personalities within the playing of this 
one piece (e.g., the contrast between meas. 30-43 and meas. 
45-7).
It is because of Jamal's performance of 'Poinciana' 
(Simon and Bernier, 1936) on this date that it replaced 'But 
not for Me' as his most requested, number. The performance 
is extremely lengthy for Jamal's standards at the time.
Bach chorus, with an AABA form has 64 measures in it, and 
five full choruses are played, with sixteen measures of 
introductory material, and the same amount of concluding 
material; all this at a fairly relaxed pace. (Each measure 
on the lead sheet equals two measures in Jamal's 
performance.)
Many things save this lengthy performance from monotony. 
Fournier plays one feel during the introduction and the 
first chorus (Sx. 12). He then switches to a completely 
different feel for the seoond through fifth choruses; one 
that is dominated by his striking the oone of the ride 
cymbal on two and four (lx. 13). with the return of the 
introductory material after the final ohorua, he returns to 
the first feel. Israel Crosby plays many different latin
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bass lines during the performance. At one point, he and 
Jamal play a line in unison (Ex. 14). m  the next chorus, 
he incorporates this into his own bass line (Ex. 15).
Jamal does many things to keep the performance moving 
forward while maintaining a sense of unity. During each 
bridge, in measures 5-8, he performs a set figure (Ex. 16). 
This figure serves as a contrast against the rest of the 
piece which features very slow harmonic rhythms. During the 
A sections, Jamal creates a consistent way of introducing 
new material. During the first eight bars of each A 
section, he performs one consistent melodic idea. One of 
these that is most striking is a quote of 'I'm Glad There Is 
You' (Ex. 17). In the last eight bars of each A section, he 
consistently returns to the melody. As lie brings in new 
material during the first eight bars, a kind of backwards 
rondo results (BACADA...).
In general, Jamal moves effectively between the two 
extremes of actively filling up the large amounts of space, 
and simply being carried along on the rhythmic flow sat up 
by Crosby and Fournier. In the last chorus. Jamal finishes 
the bridge with a fanfare-like figure, and then doesn't play 
at all during the last A section (Ex. 18). He only re­
enters as the trio return* to the music of the introduction.
'iturrey with a Fringe on Top' appears again on this 
album, much faster than before end with few of the fluent
eighth note lines of the original recording. Instead we 
hear 'slick' use of a three against four hemiola, and 
repeated right hand lines accompanied by a tonic drone in 
the left hand using the rhythms associated with comping.
Only the ending is basically what it was in the previous 
recording.
Rhythmic cleverness dominates the session as a whole 
(including Vol. 2, Argo 667). Three songs feature 
transitions from A sections to B sections that involve a 
time change of some kind (4/4 to 3/4, double time tc half­
time , etc.) Fournier proves the perfect drummer for this 
environment, driving the trio steadily, yet also making 
complex transitions with apparent ease.
'Woody'n You' (Gillespie, 1944) also shows Jamal's 
comfort in dealing with his own arrangements. The actual 
melody of the A sections is nrver heard, as Jamal instead 
begins with a line associated with the Dissy Gillespie 
orchestra arrangement. Already, in the second A section, he 
is 'teasing' the listener by not playing and then suddenly 
rejoining the trio for certain hits, we see his wit 
throughout this arrangement, as he combines upper range 
right hand soloing with difftrent references to tUe Gillespie 
arrangement. Poumisr propels the latin emotions with a 
brush rhythm that is extremely impressive for its agility 
and definition (Sx. 19).
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'Billy Boy* (folk melody) appears on the later release, 
featuring the same basic arrangement that the .altar trio 
used. Red Garland also used this guitar trio arrangement as 
a point of departure for his recording of this tune on 
Milestones (PC 9428). It is interesting to note the 
differences between the two trios' performances. The two 
main distinguishing features of Jamal's arrangement are the 
block chord treatment of the melody with the pickups to each 
phrase moved from the third beat of the measure to the 
second, creating a kind of anticipation (Ex. 20), and the 
figure played by the whole trio at the end of the bridge. 
Garland's performance it at least four times as long, 
featuring a piano solo, bass solo and trading fours with the 
drummer, and he adds many new sections to the arrangement.
In this sense, he outdoes Jamal at his own game except that 
Jamal's 'game' has changed at this point to a more 
succinct presentation of his pre-existing arrangements.
Where Garland solos over the changes of 'Billy Boy,' Jamal 
only plays a repeated rhythmic figure in his right hand 
accompanied by the aforementioned tonic drone in his left, 
where Garland adds a new figure at the end of a subsequent 
bridge, Jamal makes his original figure the only part of the 
bridge that he plays at all during the second chorus. And 
where Garland playe the repeated figure of the turnaround at 
the end of the performance, Jamal reaches this point and
stops playing, leaving Fournier to play the figure on his 
bass drum, then rejoining the trio for the half-time ending
figure.
On September 5 and 6 of 1958, the trio recorded live 
again, this time at the 'Spotlite' in Washington D.C. These 
two nights yielded twenty-six tracks that appear on three 
records <Argo 636 and Argo 26S8--2 discs). In recording 
such a largo number of tunes, while having to avoid 
repeating the eight tunes released on But not for Me. one 
might assume that Jamal's desire to maintain individual 
treatment of each tune might oegin to yield up some kind of 
general formula. If the demands that this session placed on 
Jamal's repertoire do not yield up a definite formula, they 
do reveal trends in his approach to previously unrecorded 
material which also begin to reveal themselves in previously 
recorded arrangements. We see less of the 'ongoing' 
arrangements like 'But not for Me,' in which the preplanned 
trio dynamics are scattered evenly throughout the 
performance, not just at the beginning and the end, probably 
because these arrangements result only from numerous 
performances that encourage many unspoken musical 
agreements. In tunes like 'Let’u Fall in Love' and 'This 
Can't Be Love' we see a fairly involved presentation of the 
melody, and then simply walking bass until the return of 
the melody at the end of the performance, something that
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happened more on the album Count 'am 88. and is the 
probable mark of a lack of previous performance.
The main trend, however, that seems to give Jamal the
ability to stretch his repertoire enough to fill three
albums is something that many have called 'space,' that I
have called 'not playing,' and that Jamal himself calls
6
"discipline." A fine erample of this is the first chorus 
of 'The Oirl Next Door' (Whiting and Hammerstein, 1931) (see 
transcription). One usually expects the first chc-rus of a 
jazz performance to be the most accurate rendering of the 
melody, but Jamal, with his 'discipline,' turns it instead 
into a set of allusions to the melody. There is no left 
hand accompaniment throughout the chorus, so there is only a 
single melody line accompanied by a single bass line. The 
first melody phrase (meas. 1-7) is played normally enough, 
with the bass playing a clearly secondary role. In measures 
7-8, Crosby plays an eighth note line that sounds like a 
fill before the next phrase, but Jamal simply never comes in 
with the second phrase. From measures 9-16, Crosby's lines 
remain more active, and our ears are forced to hear this in 
an odd way as the 'lead* for the moment. One begins to 
wonder when Jamal will rejoin Crosby, and it is this 
anticipation that Jamal plays upon when he delays the melody 
pickups of measure 16 until the end of beat two in measure 
17. The melody is played an octave higher than before and
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Jamal has changed It with further delays. W>en he arrives 
on the non-diatonic lower neighbors of the melody (first 
C sharp, then B natural), he sits on them until the last 
possible moment and then quickly catches up with Crosby. In 
measures 25-6, Jamal begins the last phrase of the melody, 
but stops, leaving the listener again waiting for his 
return. The general effect of the delays, and the long 
breaks in the melody is that the bass begins to sound like 
the lead instrument. Crosby seems to either be leading 
Jamal through the tune, or he seems to be in the middle of a 
bass solo. Indeed, his playing from measures 7-30 resembles 
a bass solo, and the only reason it is not heard this way is 
because the first six measures have created the impression 
that this is a chorus in which the piano will present the 
melody. Following this, a rhythmic figure begins (mass. 31- 
2) that has an almost military air, and Jamal produces the 
melody in very straightforward manner over this 
accompaniment in the second chorus. So, the first chorus 
functions partly as contrast to the second chorus, but it 
also stands by itself as an example of Jemal blurring the 
line between melody and accompaniment.
The other obvious aspect of this example is the 
deliberate avoidance of musical complexity and technical 
displays. The adherence to a technically aimpla, 
unaccompanied and unadorned presentation of the melody la
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something that seems only to have first really struck Jamal 
as a workable musical option in 1958. We see the fact that
this was a relatively new development dramatized by the 
nature of the performances of three tunes previously 
recorded by the guitar trio.
'A Gal in Calico’ was, in 1952, a veritable barrage of 
eighth notea from Jamal's right hand, with constant 
accompaniment from his left hand and the guitar. At the 
'Spotlite,' however, Jamal completely avoids the texture 
that dominates the previous recording, often playing short, 
unaccompanied phrases on the upper end of the piano. He 
contrasts these with brief two-handed chordal passages and 
brief technical displays of quickly repeated patterns, but 
the performance retains a general lightness, cau~od in part 
by the feeling of a top and a bottom without a middle to 
thicken the sound.
This is also true of 'Aki and Ukthay* and 'Ole Devil 
Noon,' both of which featured a lushness or thickness in the 
guitar recordings which has been replaced by a lightness and 
wit that create a completely different effect. Jemal 
totally alters the 'written out' 'Aki and Ukthay' fay moving 
the melody up two, sometimes three ootaves, and making the 
chordal accompaniment soft or non-existent. This sounds 
particularly bare when the bass pedals on one note.
Jemal upon these extreme* as a oontrast to occasional brief
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returns to the two-handed £u1a. .<ss and harmonic richness 
associated with the guitar trio recording. He uses similar 
means to alter 'Ole Devil Moon,' and reduces the arrangement 
that shaped the whole guitar trio recording to the opening 
chorus, and then solos over walking bass for many choruses 
following.
'Autumn Leaves,' another guitar trio number, is 
approached with a new twist that dominates the performance. 
The form is AABC, and the tune is played in g minor. In the 
fifth measure of the C section the trio arrives on the 
prescribed E flat dominant chord and goes from their latin 
beat into a double time swing feel, vamping on this chord. 
This is noteworthy because in the seven and a half-minute 
performance, at least five minutes are spent on that E flat 
dominant double time vamp. So, the tune 'Autumn Leaves' 
becomes an interlude for a vamp figure, instead of the 
conventional opposite scheme.
The 'Spotlite' sessions show two trends coming to their 
most complete realisation to date. The first is the 
prominence of Israel Crosby, resulting from Jamal's ever 
increasing use of 'disoipline,' and his ever decreasing use 
of left hand accompaniment. The second is the 'wit.' of 
Ahmad Jamal which in 1955 was still a subtle part of a 
polished display, hut which in 1951 has bsoasm the dominant 
c&aragter of the pufic as reflected by extremes of texture,
range, repetition, long piano tacets and preaentations of 
tunea that deceive our expectationa and deliberately
contradict convention.
The next trio recording aeaaion, excepting a recording 
with atringa in e*i. j .959, occurred on January 20 and 21 of 
1960, and reaulted in the album Happy Mooda (Argo 662).
The fact that Happy Mooda waa recorded in the atudio ia 
significant becauae it aharea many qualitiea with the laat 
studio recording, Count 'em 88. more so than with the 
intervening 'Spotlit#' and 'Pershing' sessions. Unlike his 
playing on the live albums, Jamal almost always supports his 
right hand with constant, full left hand accompaniment. In 
other words, he restores the middle to his music, giving it 
the same fullness that is found in Count 'em '88 and in 
the earlier guitar trio work. Another characteristic of his 
playing on Happy Moods that is most reminiscent of his pre- 
1958 style is long right-hand single lines. These lines are 
much more flowing and expressive of the changes, where his 
1958 lines are generally dipped and teasing or very 
repetitive, as if they are designed to achieve a dramatic 
effect, in general, the flow from one idea to the next 
seems smoother on n n w  Moods, than at the 'Ipotllte,' and 
this may well be because each tune could be given so much 
more attention. Whatever the reason, Israel Crosby and
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Ahmad Jamal's wit have both moved back into less dominating, 
more supportive roles.
But Happy Moods also has some things that Count 'em 
'88 does not have, the first of these being the drumming of 
Vernell Fournier. He drives a performance of 'Little Old 
Lady' (Carmichael, Adams, 1936) in a fashion almost 
identical to that of 'But Not for Me,' and again, the group 
achieves a unified yet spontaneous sound. Happy Moods 
also has an impressive variety of 'feels,' much of this 
being due to the two Ahmad Jamal originals on the date, 
'Bxcerpt from the Blues,' and 'Rhumba No. 2.'
'Excerpt from the Blues,' features an AABA form with a 
bass pedal figure on all the A sections of the first chorus, 
and the final A of the second (and last) ahorus (lx. 21).
The syncopation within this figure causes tension to build 
up, which is released when Crosby switches to a walk.
Jamal takes advantage of this at the beginning of the 
second chorus, through the use of a repeated line in the 
right hand answered each time by a repeated comping rhythm 
in the left hand (Bx. 22). The cooperation of the two hands 
and the fact that the lead voice of the left hand forms its 
own counter line make this another example of Jamel 
orchestrating at the piano. The frequently used i, 5, 1 
ending becomes humorous in light of the apparent fadeout, 
that precedes it, with the ending figure making it suddenly
clear that the 'fadeout' was done acoustically by the 
dynamics of Crosby and Fournier (Ex. 23).
'Rhumba No. 2' Is performed (unlike 'New Rhumba') as a 
genuine rhumba. This brings out strong qualities in the 
playing of each member of the trio: Fournier’s precise
brush work, Crosby's melodic bass lines, and Jamal's ability 
to play latin feels with both lightness and power.. This 
performance, in particular, sounds very distant from the 
economy and cynicism of the 'Spotlite' perfonmu>;:"~..
Finally, there is a performance of the ballad, 'i'll 
Never Stop Loving You' (Cahn, Brodssky, 1955). All 
objectivity aside, Jamal's exquisite handling of the 
harmonies, and, in general, the grace and wit of his playing 
make this one of his best ballad recordings during the 
decade under consideration.
After a recording with violin and guitar latex in 1960, 
the next trio recording was done live at Jamal's own club, 
the Alhambra, and produead two records> Jfomad Jamal" s
(Argo 685), and 2l XSU (Argo 691). Like the 
'Spotlit#' session, the sheer number of tunes seems to 
result in certain trends concerning the handling of each 
tune, while Jemal is much the sane player, if a little* 
buaiar and mora adventurous than he was on .'em 188,
otbar feetopi conspire to give this session a very diff^ront
In terms of repertoire, Jamal selects almost all show 
tunes, and proceeds to play ten of the seventeen selections 
at a medium-slow swing tempo. The result is an inevitable 
feeling of repetitiousness. One strategy that Jamal employs 
on each one of these tunes is to always play the opening 
line of the melody as he starts a new section, something 
that was more successful when each tune lasted four minutes 
or less. Another reason for the feeling of monotony is the 
fact that Fournier often plays with uncharacteristic 
heaviness. On tunes like 'Star Byes,' 'Sweet and Lovely,' 
'The Party's Over,' and 'Broadway,' his use of fairly loud 
bass drum on all four beats we The down the usual'floating' 
feel that he and Crosby achieve.
One factor that may stand between this session and the 
never monotonous Pershing session is simply a lack of 
preparation and experience playing the tunes. This is 
suggested by the rather large number of times that Jamal 
uses the same arranging tactic to oreate an interlude 
between choruses, that being to repeat a certain figure 
associated in his music with an ending, and then simply 
starting another chorus. On some tunes he does this more 
than onoe, such as 'Time on Wg Hands,' and 'You <3o to my 
Head.' Another detail that perhaps suggests lack of 
preparation is the fact that for the first time, one oan 
plainly hear Jemal's oral directions to the rest of'tbs
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group. Me says something that sounds like 'stop' when he 
wants to move from one of the aforementioned ending figures 
to either the final cadence or the next chorus (Ex. 24). 
Also, at the beginning of a bridge section of 'willow Weep 
for Me,' one can clearly hear Jamal say 'walk'! to bring 
Crosby out of his two-step feel.
In general, there seems to be at least some coincidence 
between the tunes that the group has more experience 
playing, and those that feature a rhythmic feel different 
than medium-slow swing. Jamal performs the same arrangement 
of 'Autumn Leaves' that he did at the 'Spctlite.' (For 
trivia buffs, this is the only tune that Jamal recorded 
three times in the course of this decade.) Because of the 
difference in Jamal's playing on the two records, the 
arrangement has a different impact. On the 'Spotlite' 
recording, Jamal plays sparsely and lightly during the first 
time through the tuna, so that when the double time vamp 
cosms, its main effect is one of a completely different 
sound, more hurried and involved. But at the {Alhambra,' 
Jamal plays sixteenth note runs throughout the first two A 
sections, and generally plays more with the left hand for 
a fuller, more forceful sound. This alleviates muoh of the 
dramatic contrast that previously existed, and new the 
AiiiiHi* v a m  aula u p Mtt&dinff Ilka a dif iMMfc nay of
conveying the same musical attitude, because it all sounds 
hurried and involved.
Jamal also performs 'Love for Sale* for the first time 
since the guitar trio recording. The arrangement has 
evolved in some interesting ways. Jamal plays dominant 
chords where he formerly had played minor chords in the 
third and seventh measures of the tune. At the end of first 
chorus, Crosby goes into the 'Manteca* vamp of the earlier 
arrangement, but instead of joining him, Jamal plays his own 
longer, block chorded phrase. The feel that Fournier
manages in the last chorus is interesting also; a 
combination of a shuffle using brushes and the ringing 
cymbal on two and four that he used in the middle section of 
'Poinciana.' (Be uses a more complete version of the 
'Poinciana feel' on 'We Kiss in a Shadow.')
&  th* Blaokbewk (Argo 701), a live album recorded on 
an unspecified date probably within two months of the 
'Alhambra' session, is similar musically to the 'Alhambra' 
session, in that it has repeating elements. A number of 
songs, including 'Like Someone in Love,' 'The Best Thing for 
You' and 'We Live in Two Different Worlds' feature the same 
strategy of playing ending figures as an interlude and then 
going back to the start of the chorus and continuing. The 
latter .two tsmas. feature smdlng - patterns nnmpnssd • of 
ohcematle read meaion going from the raised fourth scale
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degree down to the tonic (isx. 25). Also, the trend toward 
'busier' right hand playing and fuller and more constant 
left hand support continue in Jamal's playing on this album.
The original, 'Night Mist Blues' is an extreme example 
of some of these trends and an exception to others. While 
John Hammond's statement in the liner notes that it "will go 
down in history as one of the greatest of all blues 
performances" is perhaps over-enthusiastic, the tune is 
played in an appealingly deliberate manner, not unlike 
Jamal's famous 1958 performance of 'Poinciana.' The tune 
is composed over an eight bar blues form and most of the 
melodic activity happens in the pickups to each two measure 
section (Bx. 26). The performance is fifteen choruses long, 
and only once, in the eleventh chorus, does Jamal not play 
any part of the melody in its original, harmonised form. 
Since the melody is this much of a constant, the emphasis 
falls on Jamal's use of fills, slight alterations of the 
melody, different ranges of the piano, different textures of 
harmonisation, dynamics, and kinds of bass and drum 
accompaniment. After the third chorus, a short Interlude 
with bass pedal on 5 is inserted and Fournier moves from 
brushes to sticks. In the sixth and tenth choruses, Jamal 
uses a blues cliche involving tenths to move from X to XV 
(Ex. 27). in the eleventh eb/ivs, Crosby moves from two 
notes to a bar to a walk and Jamal plays the one full chorus
of single note solo accompanied by occasional left hand 
comping. At the end of the twelfth chorus, the 
aforementioned ending pattern (root motion from the raised 
fourth down to the tonic) is employed aud the thirteenth 
chorus begins, much softer, with Crosby returning to a two- 
to-the-bar feel, in the third bar of this chorus Jamal 
revisits the blues lick that he introduced between melody 
phrases in the third chorus. The fourteenth chorus begins 
loud/ then the trio diminuendos until they reach the seventh 
bar, where they employ the ending pattern with chromatic 
root motion again. Despite two uses of this ending pattern, 
the performance continues into the fifteenth chorus, which 
begins softly and then gains volume, ironically, Jamal ends 
the piece with a different, less dramatic ending pattern, 
defying the listeners' assumption that when he did finally 
end the piece, he would continue to use the same ending 
figure (be. 28).
So, despite changes in instrumentation and playing 
styla, Jamal creates a fine exampie in 1981 of the same 
roles within his playing that were developing in 1951, 
namely Jamal the composer, Jamal the orchestrator and Jamal 
the musical humorist.
Chapter 4
Impact of Li a on Music
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In the decade under consideration, it is probable that
certain aspects of Jamal's life had an impact on his music,
but it is difficult to say how much, partly because he has
never been a man given to public self-analysis. One event
in Jamal's life that separated him from almost all other
jazz players at the time was the changing of his own name.
while it seems unproductive to attempt to connect the
nature of his religion directly to the nature of his music,
in that the attempt would probably require insulting
simplification of both, Jamal's conversion does illustrate
some aspects of his personality that seem to have a
significant bearing on his music. First of all, Jamal
apparently never fought the battles with drugs and alcohol
that so many jazz musicians did. He did not smoke or drink,
which meant that he had a much greater control over his own
body and mind, and this control seems to have been an
extremely high priority for Jastal: "You must adhere to a
way of life..,you can't have control over an instrument
1
unless you have control over your mind." According to
Jamal, his faith provides the "discipline" to handle
2
"corrupt, aspects of music as a business" Jamal also uses 
the word "discipline” to describe times in his.music when "X 
should just lay out because I didn't think it was necessary
for me to play." So, for Jamal the musician, and human 
being, "discipline" is necessary to do the 'right* thing at 
all times.
Jamal's interest in 'control' seems to extend to his
music. He left very little to chance in his guitar trio
arrangements. The time it took for this trio to prepare a
full night's music, with each song usually lasting about
three minutes and no drums to hide behind, must have been
staggering. The same control was exerted over the trio with
drums, but in a different way. Jamal would keep a certain
tune in his repertoire for a long timet "I usually work out
a particular approach to each tune, but within that
framework I never play it exactly the same." So, from one
performance to the next, there would exist many constants,
but there would always be small adjustments made by Jamal as
4
he strived to "perfect his art." This idea also holds in
reference to Jamal's use of a conventionally classical
approach to some tunes. In each performance of 'Aki and
Ukthay,' the notes that Jamal played probably remained
constant throughout many performances. The adjustments came
in the parameters of dynamics, articulation and phrasing,
which betray Jamal's mentality as he himself stated it:
"We never had that separation of claasical and so-called
5
jass music, It was music, either good or bad." in 
contrast, a pianist like Bud Powell would probably maintain
3
relatively few constants from one performance to the next 
(maybe not even the side men) and the 'adjustments' or 
'improvisation' would probably occur on all parameters, 
especially with the melodic material.
Another aspect of Jamal's personality that can't be 
overemphasized is his strong belief in what he is doing. It 
is unclear whether this conviction is connected to his 
religious faith, but it has certainly enabled Jamal to do 
things that many jazz musicians would not have had the 
conviction to do. His name change was an early indication 
that he would follow his personal convictions exactly, ashing 
no one else to take responsibility for his actions, and 
letting there be no doubt about what he believed, even if it 
meant being somewhat out on his own in the world of jazz.
It must have taken an assumption on his part that what he 
was doing was right in order for him to ask two side men to 
rehearse much more than the average jazz musicians of the 
day, and then to give them fewer solos and much less freedom 
in general.
Hand in hand with his conviction goes Jamal's extreme6
ambition! "I am a perfectionist," and "I am my own worst
7
critic." This t'lament, in part, explains the change in his
activities after the suaosss of |u£ |8E lit (Argo 628),
which he himself calls "one of the most perfect albums ever
8
made in the history of jperican classical music."
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Considering the focused nature of his ambition, Jamal must
have wondered what there was left to do, and, at first, his
decision was to keep working at the piano, while also taking
some time for a pilgrimage to Mecca (this being in early 
9
1959 ). But in two years, Jamal was becoming a businessman
10
and "talking of an early retirement." Zt seems that his 
ambition began to wander to other areas of achievement; 
areas where he still had something to prove.
This obviously had an effect on his music. The live 
albums recorded in 1961 (Argo 685, 691, 703) sound like much 
less preparation has been put into them then was put into 
the albums up to {Jli There are few of the
'inside jokes' between members of the trio that give the 
'Pershing' session so much of its energy, and that can only 
be cultivated by the night-after-night meticulous 
adjustments of each tune that Jamal was known for in the 
mid-50s. in 1961, the trio sounds more like three separate 
entities. Jamal compensates for the lack of interplay by 
playing muah more then he ever did before; arpeggios, thick 
left camping, long sixteenth note passages and extreme 
dynamics. Or this taking all the responsibility on his own 
shoulders msy be a combination of Jamal's non musical 
ambition and also his desire to hsve even more personal 
oontrol of the music of his trio.
By 1961, Jamal's attitude toward being a professional
musician was moving quickly toward disillusionment: "1 like
to play when I feel like it. It's art then, real art. When
I have to play for money, it's work. I may one day have to
11
get out of music." "One day" came sooner than Jamal 
probably figured, as he went into semi-retirement later that 
year. But the 1961 recordings had already set the stage for 
the piano-dominated 'Ahmad Jamal Trio' of the late '60s.
Criticism of Jamal's Music
Chapter 5
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Written criticism of Ahmad Jamal's music in the decade
under consideration divides into two extremely uneven parts;
before the success of the But not for Me album, and then
after that success. One of the few people to notice Jamal
before 1958 was John Hammond, a man who is famous for his
history of noticing great musicians before others do. As
early as 1952, Hammond wrote that a live performance of the
1
guitar trio was "prodigious, unbelievably subtle.” In 
others of his early finds (such as Billie Holiday) Hammond 
soon became one of many critical supporters, but with Jamal, 
Hammond had only one fellow supporter who was not even a 
professional music critic. Even so, the opinion of Miles 
Davis on musical matters carried more weight than that of 
probably any critic.
Davis single-handedly changed Hat Hentoff's early
2
opinion that Jemal was "a cocktail pianist" enough that 
Hsntoff wrote the liner notes for a re-release of some of 
the guitar trio recordings. Hsntoff also gave Davis an 
opportunity to say some specific things about the musio of 
Jamal when he included the title track from 'But not for Ns' 
in a list of reoords that he played for Davis, whose 
reactiopa were included in Hentoff's article about the 
trumpeter in the 'Jams Review.' in this article, Davis's
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cryptic praise of Jamal would leave a string of jazz critics 
trying without success to figure out both him and Jamal: 
"Listen to the way Jamal uses space. He lets it go so that 
you can feel the rhythm section and the rhythm section can 
feel you. It's not crowded."
When Martin Williams reviewed the album But not for
4
Me in September of 1958, he had a number of consents about 
Jamal's music that critics after him would repeat and 
elaborate on. Williams' opening stab, "apparently this is 
being marketed as a jasz record,” along with the opening of 
his second paragraph, "Jamal plays very good cocktail 
piano," initiate the attempt of numerous jasz critics to 
conscientiously explain to the listening public why what 
Jamal plays is not jazz, one question for Williams might be 
whether the insistent repetition f the minor seventh, high 
on the key board every three beats for thirty-two 
consecutive common-time measures ('Surrey with a Fringe on 
Top') is something that he has often heard a cocktail 
pianist do. He next introduces the 'Miles Davis factor,1 
saying that he is the only reason that Jamal appears in the 
jazz section of the record reviews. Next, he praises the 
trie's "excellent, smooth, light but flexible beat which 
moves forward in a way that is most exemplary." After a 
specific rSviow of the tune 'woody'n You,' in which he 
speaks of "pleasant rhythmic gimmicks," and "rather
meaningless upper-keyboard improvisational tinkling," 
Williams finishes by saying the "nusic is kept emotionally,
melodically, and organizationally innocuous."
The only one of these statements that is objeotive 
enough to be argued 'head-on' is Williams' statement that 
the music is "organizationally innocuous." The "pleasant 
rhythmic gimmicks" of 'Woody'n You' are part of a clever 
intermeshing of Gillespie big-band material and Jamal's own 
interludes and flirtations with the melody in which the trio 
participates as a cooperative unit. Regardless of Williams' 
subjective opinion, he is remiss in his not making clear 
that this is more than a haphazard exhibition of Jamal's 
'tricks' over the changes of 'Woody'n You.' Xn general, it 
seems that specific aspects of Jamal's music are too obvious 
for Williams' tastes, while the deeper musical spirit of the 
trio is too subtle for his attention. He is so distracted 
by the uniqueness of Jamal's jazz conception (which he 
doesn't like) that he fails to notice how carefully defined 
that conception is, and how this fact enables the trio to 
bacons erne inseparable musical entity. He also fails to 
notice the carefully defined way in which the 'beat moves 
forward' at any given time, and how, with this oars, Jemal 
ie ab&e to oreate a unity of mood that gives each tune a 
certain odhesi^Mie^si Within this 'mood,' Williams'
: 'eastioMlir lnmoouous' music full of 'pleasant gimmicks'
■ ■ ■ ■ * , .
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takes on a new expressiveness (e.g., 'Poinciana'). It is 
this same level of discipline in terms of the conception of
the group, and tho conception of a given tune, that give the 
Miles Davis groups of the late fifties their distinctive 
sound (e.g., 'So What').
In early 1959, Jamal was asked how he felt about the 
negative criticism his records had received. He said then 
that "every man is entitled to his own opinion. My success 
is dependent on what 1 do, not what people say about me."
Between May and September of 1959, three longer reviews
of Jamal's recordings came out. The reason for this was, of
course, his sudden popularity; he was a hot issue. In the
6
first of these, written for the Jasz Review by Bill Crow, 
all of the points that Williams made are repeated, and 
explanation of Jamal's recent popularity is included; "He 
is more a musical entertainer than an artist, since his 
first responsibility is obviously not to his own creative 
spirit, but to the entertainment of his audience." Crow 
seems to have difficulty accepting the tradition from which 
Jamal comes in that he groups him with Nat Cole in a 
category of musicians who are popular and yet lack artistry. 
The odd thing about this argument is that it is widely 
accepted that Nat Cole's music had a large impact on a 
number of later jasz pianists. Crow also begins the 
tradition of explaining how Miles Davis's music can be good
while Jamal's isn't, saying that Davis doesn't need to use 
Jamal's 'shocks or cute punch lines.' If this simplistic 
analysis could apply to any of Jamal's music, it would have 
to be the 'Spotlite' recordings, which is indeed one of the 
two recordings he is purportedly reviewing, But the second 
record is Count 'em 88. which is the stylistic opposite of 
the first and doesn't fit his description nearly as well. 
Furthermore, Crow does not take the time to mention specific 
examples, so we are to assume that he simply is grouping all 
the music on both records together. If this is the case, he 
is guilty of careless listening, while his lack of examples 
makes for an indefinite and nonconstructive style of 
criticism. One good thing that can be said about Crow's 
review is that be does distinguish between Jamal's playing 
with the guitar trio, and then his switch to drums, 
accompanied by "his development of understatement as a 
style." Though this is a development which is, more 
accurately, unique to Jamal's 1958 output, other critics 
have even missed thin distinction, making it sound as though 
Jamal's style remained perfectly constant throughout the 
fifties.
The next review, written by Don Gold for the 'Hiri
7
Spview,' came out in July of *59. it is probably oh? of the 
most conscientious reviews written about Jamal's music 
during this time period, in that he states his complaint
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specifically, this being that Jamal's "treble fixation" too 
often "subordinates his over-all pianistic ability." He 
even states some specific musical examples at times during 
the article. One reason for his careful, but decidedly 
negative, conclusion is that the double record set he is 
reviewing (Portfolio. Argo 2638) is also part of the 
'Spotlite' sessions, and is uniquely vulnerable to this type 
of criticism. Gold is remiss in not even mentioning the 
fact that Jamal's 'treble fixation' was something that had 
arisen only within the last year. The other obvious reason 
for Gold's lack of interest is that while he admits that 
"Jamal has found a groove" and that "Crosby and Fournier 
work closely with Jamal, without intruding," he apparently
feels these strengths to be of only secondary importance.8
Bill Coss's article of September '59 repeats scow
e
points that have already been made, but his attack is on 
Jamal's music as a whole, his conclusion being that "Jamal 
is certainly not an important musician." He says Jamal's 
popularity is a result of "the praise of the critics" (what 
;ritics7), the support of Miles Davis (which he is waiting 
for Davis to make more clear at another time) and the fact 
that "nothing quite like this him ever happened in jass 
Hm statas that f< Ahmad and ooBBinv irt not any 
different now than they ware in 1952," and that "at tinea 
he is an outright Irrol Garner imitator," but that he is
"pleasant to listen to." Unfortunately, Coss is more 
interested in labels than in any clear argument or any 
specific examples to clarify his rather malicious 
observations. Coss contradicts his statement that "nothing 
like Jamal has happened before," when he says that "his is 
an easily assessable talent; one that has been common enough 
in Jazz." Coss doesn't even apparently know how old Jamal 
is, stating his birthday as 1920. The article is written so 
poorly it is difficult to comment on, but it is a good 
example of the price an artist will pay for being slightly 
off the beaten track and (God forbid) popular too.
In August of 1960, Barbara Gardner reviewed Happy
9
Moods (Argo 662) for Downbeat. Her general comment is 
that "the album is too 'cute' for jass." She goes through 
the record, picking out specific tunes, describing Jamal's 
style as if she had never heard him play a note before, 
showing absolutely no ability or attempt to understand what 
the trio is trying to do musically; what a cohesive sound 
they are creating, and reveling in how many things about the 
record shs can call 'cute.' She then ends the review with a 
completely mystifying about-face; "It is a first-rate 
contribution, however.”
In early 1961, Jamal was asked again how he felt about 
the niiBtlve reviews his records had received. This time he 
said "Critics are nitwits. I am a perfectionist. They
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criticize perfectionists because they are too lazy to work
10on their own faults."
There is a later review of the Alhambra (Argo 685) by 
11
John Wilson in which he states that "The Jamal formula is 
presented at a top level here," but that "this is only one 
step removed from background music." so, by this point, the 
trend of reviewers' reactions to Jamal's music (aside from 
Hammond, Hentoff and possibly L. Feather) is clear. Not one 
reviewer mentions Jamal's talent as an arranger or harmonizer, 
despite the fact that Gil Evans orchestrated two of his 
arrangements, note for note. And, in general, they seem to 
have little appreciation for the changes that Jamal's 
playing and the trio's group concept went through from 1951 
to 1961. So many performances, each adjusted carefully to be 
as close as possible to Ahmad Jamal's idea of perfection 
must deserve more than a 'cute.'
Other Trio Pianists
Chapter 6
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The 1950s saw the production of an unpr edented number 
of records tha: featured the piano-led trio with bass and 
drums. There were basically three different kinds of 
pianists who might end up recording a 'trio date.' One 
variety was the pianists who regularly played with horn 
players., and were best known for this, but who also recorded 
occasional 'trio dates,' often with the same group of 
musicians minus the horn players. A second type was what 
could be called musical 'individuals,' who were known for 
their particular style, which was at some point brought into 
the trio context, but who woru not connected on a consistent 
basis to any particular personnel or instrumentation. The 
third group (of which Ahmad Jamal is a member) was composed 
of pianists whc worked steadily and exclusively in the trio 
context, using consistent personnel.
Some examples of trio pianists who were best known as 
accompanists are Horace Silver, Sonny Clark, Wynton Kelly, 
Tommy Flanagan, Hank Jones and Red Garland. A list like 
this dramatizes the fact that Bud Powell's influence 
dominated the fifties, to the exclusion of players like 
Errol Garner. Within this sphere of influence, each of 
these players had a distinctive style; Red Garland's being 
of Interest because it showed the influence of Ahmad Jamal
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himself. Miles Davis says that "Red Garland knew I liked
Ahmad and at times used to ask him to play like that. Red
1
was at his best when he did." Other than the fact that 
Garland borrowed from Jamal's repertoire, his style of 
comping behind his own soloing was similar to that of Jamal 
in that both often anticipated the arrival of a chord by 
half a beat, urging the rhythm section forward in a 
paradoxically laid back manner. Garland also explored the 
extreme upper register of the keyboard, and when these 
explorations were accompanied by the Jamal-like comping, the 
influence became quite overt.
Some examples of trio pianists who were musical 
'individuals' are Herbie Nichols, Randy Weston and possibly 
Thelonius Monk. Both Nichols and Weston showed strong Monk 
influence, and all three were probably best known for their 
compositions. Though all three were recorded in the trio 
context, they couldn't be more different from Ahmad Jamal in 
terms of their styles and their careers. While Jamal was 
playing with his trio in clubs almost every night, and 
working with consistent personnel, Herbie Nichols basically 
never got a chance to play 'live' the trio music that he 
recorded. As a result, Nichol's trio is dominated by the 
flavor of his own compositions and his own playing, while 
the bass > 1 nd drums walk and play 'time,' respectively, only 
coming out of their role as accompanists to take their solo
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turn. Also, Nichols' style, while Monk-influenced, 
features, like Bud Powell, an almost obsessive concentration 
on clever, middle register single-note right hand lines 
while his left hand outlines the harmonie* with two note 
chords. So, the trio is a showcase for Nichols' right hand 
soloing on his own compositions (an example of this being 
The Third World. Blue Note BN-LA-485-H2).
Some examples of pianists who led consistently working 
trios include Billy Taylor, Phineas Newborn, Oscar Peterson, 
Gene Harris, Ramsey Lewis, of course Ahmad Jamal, and, after 
an early career as an accompanist, Bill Evans. Taylor, 
Newborn and Peterson exist separate from the others because
of their wealth of technique, combined with their love for
✓
Art Tatum's playing, tempered by the innovations of Bud 
Powell. Ramsey Lewis has much in common with Jamal in that 
he was a Chicago-based trio leader who recorded for Argo 
records. Like Jamal, he had a popular record success, The 
In Crowd (Cadet LP-751), though this was later, in the mid­
sixties. His style and the nature of his 'hit* record are, 
however, quite different from that of Jamal. Lewis's 
playing features a heavy blues and gospel influence, which 
serves him well in situations like that of 'The In Crowd.' 
The title track uses a rock beat and an extended blues form, 
over which Lewis executes an endless variety of blues 
'licks,' resulting in a powerful performance. On tunes
which have their origin in musical theater, however, Lewis 
was out of his element, having a fairly limited arsenal of 
harmonic colors to choose from, which meant that he usually 
turned every tune into something that sounds like a blues.
Gene Harris, who was Blue Note's offering in the 
category of 'working trio pianist,1 shared Lewis's blues and 
gospel influence. His trio was called 'The Three Sounds,' 
and it wat> a working unit from 1956 through the early 
sixties.
Bill Evans, probably the best known 'trio-pianist' in 
the history of jazz, did not form a working trio with 
consistent personnel until 1959, before which he accompanied 
many horn players, most notably Miles Davis. Evans recorded 
with a 'pick-up' trio of Sam Jones and 'Philly' Joe Jones in 
late 1958, and the record label design included a bold- 
letter quote of Ahmad Jamal saying that he thought Evans was 
"one of the finest" (Everybody Digs Bill Evans— Riverside 
1129). Once the Evans trio of Scott LaFaro and Paul Motian 
began to play regularly in 1960, they moved in a musical 
direction that was parallel to that of the Ahmad Jamal Trio. 
Evans began to explore the group interaction that made 
Jamal's trio so special, but it was a different kind of 
interaction, more purely improvisational in nature, and 
consequently much 'looser' sounding. Evans himself 
manipulated the orientation of his right hand lines to the
73
beat in a way that was different than Jamal's and Garner's 
manipulations, in that Evans' lines were, on the whole, 
crisper and more be-bop oriented.
In the sixties, working piano trios became less 
prominent, mainly because of the arrival of rock 'n roll. 
Though Ramsey Lewis was able to reach a compromise with The 
In Crowd, many clubs and lounges now had Hammond organs for 
the performances of Jimmy Smith, John Patton, Don Patterson 
and a host of others. It would not be until the 1980s that 
pianists like Herbie Hancock, Chick Corea and Keith Jarrett 
would help the piano trio make its comeback, all of these 
artists showing the musical influence of the trios of Bill 
Evans and Ahmad Jamal, among others.
74
Chapter 7 
Conclusion
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Though an attempt has been made to cover as much 
maserial pertinent to the topic as possible, this paper is 
apparently the first academic research paper dealing with 
the subject of Ahmad Jamal's music, and because of this fact 
and the scope of the topic, it raises as many questions as 
it answers. Many points that were introduced briefly could 
be looked at in more detail, and there are also whole areas 
of study that have been left untouched for all practical 
purposes.
It is clear that Jamal always had an extremely accurate 
ear, and that with this he was able to capture the complete 
'sound' of a type of music. With an extensive knowledge of 
the music of the thirties and forties, especially the 
pianists and the big bands, one could come to a much more 
precise understanding of where Jamal heard the 'sounds' that 
he plays; the voicings, the 'shout-chorus' figures, the 
piano styles (especially during ballads), and the more 
general characteristics of his playing, like his wit and 
pianistic authority. Along these lines, someone with a more 
intimate knowledge of the classical repertoire he jrew up 
playing could point out more precisely its influence on him, 
both in a general way, and also on a note-by-note level. (A 
note-by-note explanation is most interesting, in that, on a
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general level, classical experience can be cited to explain 
almost anything.)
Through research and an interview with Jamal himself, 
one could understand more clearly the nature of Ahmad's 
early experiences, like the George Hudson Orchestra; what 
kind of role he played in these groups, what tunes they 
played, and what he learned from other group leaders. Also, 
one could find out more about his live playing with the 
trio: how frequently they played, how much outside work
each member did and if anyone ever sat in.
In terms of music analysis, there are many 
possibilities. One could combine the study of where Jamal's 
material came from with a thematic analysis of how often he 
used certain quotes, figures, right hand lines and voicings, 
and whether there seemed to be reasons for any general 
trends of location or frequency of usage. Also, better 
knowledge of the original versions of tunes in his 
repertoire could facilitate a study of the differences 
between the original versions and Jamal's versions of songs 
from musical theater, and why he would make drastic 
alterations sometimes, while other times making very few.
One could also look at the playing, not with Jamal, of the 
other members of the trios (for instance, Ray Crawford with 
Gil Evans), to see how much Jamal's leadership affected the 
performances of his side men.
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As was stated earlier, a better understanding of Islam 
would enable one to make more observations on the impact of 
Jamal's religion on his music. Also, extensive interviews 
with people who played with or knew Jamal in the fifties 
would provide insight into his attitudes toward music and 
how much changes in his music reflected events in his life.
A better understanding of the general orientation of 
the critics who wrote about Jamal would create a better 
understanding of what it was about his playing they liked or 
disliked. Also, interviews with music promoters of the late 
fifties coujd help to shed some light on the somewhat 
mysterious and sudden popularity that the 'But not for Me' 
album resulted in.
Finally, all the modes of study, executed and 
suggested, could be brought to bear on the music of Jamal 
from 1961 to the present. It is an undebatable point that 
Jamal never regained the notoriety he had in the late 
fifties, but it is fallacious to then argue that his music 
never reached the same level of quality. It did take him 
some time to recover from the adversity of the early 
sixties, but the recovery was apparently a complete one.
After disbanding the trio in mid-1961, and the
subsequent death of Crosby in 1962, Jamal "did not touch his
1
piano (for) nearly six months." Ha began playing live 
again in late '62, and a review of his performances stated
78
that he had "no time left for the lightness and breeziness
2
once said to be his hallmark." This was probably a 
continuation of the move toward playing heavier and busier 
that was seen on the last albums done with Fournier and 
Crosby, and also the influence of different side men,
Richard Evans on bass and Abdullah Zuhri on drums. In late 
1962, Jamal recorded an album with an orchestra led by 
Richard Evans.
He only recorded once more until 1965, "virtually3
retiring from music." Argo filled the recording void by 
splicing down the 'Pershing' recording of 'Poinciana* to 
about one-third its original length, and ther, releasing it 
with seven previously issued tracks from the 'Spotlite* 
session, also from 1956, on an album entitled Poinciana 
(Argo 719).
In 1968, Jamal switched to the Impulse recording label, 
and began recording again with a set trio personnel, Jamil 
Nasser on bass and Frank Oant on drums. It was observed 
that with this group he was able to perform fairly avant-
4
garde music, making it "charming rather than disturbing."
In 1973, he moved again, this time to the 20th Century 
label, and his personnel became inconsistent again. During 
this time, Jamal began to change his sound, using electric 
piano at times and including percussionists in his groups, 
in the early 80s, Jamal switched to the Atlantic label,
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and began recording exclusively on piano again, using a 
quartet with electric bass and congas. Like Miles Davis, 
his recorded work has not always reflected accurately his 
playing in clubs, which has apparently remained more 
acoustic throughout his career.
Now, at the age of 57, Jamal still plays quite 
frequently in clubs, both in Europe and America. He is by 
no means a poor man. The recordings that he is making for 
'Atlantic* are well recorded and professionally packaged, 
but to capture the power of his music now, one must see him 
live, with his hand signals to the rest of the group, his 
own compositions, and the same pianistic authority that has 
been on display since the early 1940s.
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Musical Examples and Transcriptions
Tbs following musical notations of Ahmad Jamal's 
performances are sketches of whet was important to highlight 
more than they ere scoree of the performances. An attempt 
has been made to notate the musical exemples in a way that 
is pertinent to their function in the text. The 
transcriptions also show what I feel makes each performance 
distinctive, as discussed in the text. 'The surrey with a 
Fringe on Top' concentrates on Jamal's right-hand soloing, 
'Old Devil Moon' reveals the carefully orchestrated side of 
the guitar trio repertoire, 'Love for Sale' provides a look 
into the voieings and two-hand style of Jamal, But not for 
He' captures specific aspects of Israel Crosby's playing and 
the interaction of the trio, and 'The Girl next Door' is a 
brief example of Jamal's notorious use of 'space.' Lead 
sheets have been provided for many tunas that are discussed 
at length in the text.
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